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l(andinsky and
"Old Russia)):
An Ethtwgraphic Exploration
... His face is pale, but on the cheeks are two
red spots. Likewise red are the lips. He has agreat
drum hung (round and drums . ..
KANDINSKY, KLANGE, 1913
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in the Russian Imperial Society of Friends of Natural History, Anthropology and Ethnography. He would successfully carry out an
ethnographical investigation at the behest of the society, and the same
year the results of his work would be published as a nine-page article in
the third issue of a new journal, Ethnographic Review, under the tide
"From Materials on the Ethnography of the Sysol- and VechegdaZyrians-the National Deities (according to Contemporary Beliefs)." 1
During the same period, another ethnographic essay by the young
scholar, this one on Russian peasant law within the district of Moscow,
would be selected for inclusion in a series of special ethnographic
studies published by the imperial society. 2
The first of these ethnographic essays was a summary of the research and interviews he had conducted during an ambitious trip into
the still-remote regions of Vologda province in the summer of 1889.
Then a 23-year-old student at the University of Moscow, Kandinsky
had been selected for this challenging assignment by the imperial
society out of a field of many competitors. 3
Should this zealous pursuit of ethnological concerns by the man
who would later be recognized as the "father of abstract painting"
seem surprising, we have only to turn to his 1913 memoir, "Riickblicke," for confirmation of an interest that has, however, scarcely
been mentioned in the voluminous literature on the artist. In several
paragraphs devoted to an account of his university studies, Kandinsky
recalled that he had studied, among other things, "ethnography (from
which I initially promised myself the soul of the people)," seeming to
imply that in ethnography he had hoped to discaver the soul of the
people. 4
In any case, his trip to the Vologda region provided him with an
experience that he ranked among the most powerful of his student
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days, comparing it to the impression on him of his first sight of paintings by Monet and Rembrandt and his experience of a production of
Wagner's Lohengrin. "My assignment," he wrote, "was double: to
study peasant criminal law among the Russian citizenry (to discover
the principles of primitive law), and to collect the remnants of pagan
religion among the fishermen and hunters of the slowly disappearing
Zyrians." 5
In a passage as moving and poetic as any in the memoir, Kandinsky
recalled that he had set out for Vologda province by train with a feeling
that he was traveling "on another planet." At the last station he
changed to a steamer and spent several days traveling along the Suchona River ("deeply submerged in itself''), later making his way by
primitive coach "through unending forests, between brightly hued
hills." He traveled quite alone, which, he reported, was good for
meditation and for "immersing myself in the environment .... Days it
was often burning hot, nights frosty." But it was the Zyrian people
themselves who captivated him with their "contrasting appearance" -now gray or yellow-gray from head to toe, then again appearing with "white faces, red-painted cheeks and black hair," clad in
colorfully variegated costumes "like brightly-colored living pictures
on two legs." The great two-storied wooden houses decked with carving likewise captured his attention.
In these "wonder houses" (Wunderhausern) in which every surface
was brightly painted, the walls were hung with fo~ pictures-perhaps
one "like a painted folksong" -and the traditional "holy corner"
filled with icons shimmered with its eternal light. Here Kandinsky
found himself immersed in an environment marvelously rich in color
and symbol, moving him to exclaim that it seemed as if he had actually
crossed a threshold and entered into a painting in which he could
move and walk about. In the Russian version of his memoir, Kandinsky likened this moment to "a miracle." 6 It was indeed an experience that would have long-lasting reverberations, not only in his art
but in his whole attitude toward the arts?
There is still more information to be gleaned from Kandinsky's
memoir pertaining directly to his interest in ethnography. In the Russian edition he added to his comment on the "frosty nights" an
acknowledgment to a friend, a "noble hermit," who had helped him
procure suitably warm Zyrian clothing for the trip. This was the scientist N. A. Ivanitsky, whom Kandinsky described as a botanist, zoologist, and "author of serious ethnographic studies." 8
We also learn from the pages of "Riickblicke" that Kandinsky had
personal reasons for being interested in ethnographic studies. Although he himself had been born in Moscow, his family comprised an
interesting mix of Russian ethnic nationalities. Relatives on his
mother's side stemmed from the German Baltic region, but his father
had been born in Kyakhta, a city on what is now the border between
Russia and Mongolia, southeast of Lake Baikal. His father's ancestors
had moved to east Siberia, having been banished from "west Siberia"
for "political reasons." This passage suggests the possibility that Kandinsky's trip into the eastern fringes of the Vologda area, bordering on
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Wassily Kandinsky, "Iz materialov
po etnografii sysolskich i vycegodskich
zyryan-national'nye bozestva (po
sovremennym verovanijam),"
Et7u¥Jraficeskoe Obozrenie (Ethnographic review), no. 3 (1889): 102-ro;
Nina Kandinsky, Kandinsky und ich
(Munich: Kindler, 1976), p. 29.
1.

2 . Wassily Kandinsky, "0 nakazanijach
po resenijam volostnych sudov
Moskovskoj Gubernii" (On the
punishments [meted out] in accordance with the decisions of the district
courts of the province of Moscow),
Trudy Et7u¥Jraficeskago Oldie/a Impe-

mlorskago, Obscestm Ljubitelej
Estestvoznanija, Antropok!gii i Et7u¥Jra.fii
(Works of the ethnographic section of
the imperial sociery of friends of the
natural sciences, anthropology and
ethnography), vol. 9 (Moscow, 1889),
pp. 13-19. For further information on
Kandinsky's activities and hitherto
unknown publications as a young
ethnographer, see Peg Weiss, "Kandinsky at the Source: A Note on the
Artist as Ethnographer;' in Festschrift
for Kenneth C. Lindsay (1986, in progress), in which a new date is also established for the beginning ofKandinsky's
association with the society.
3· N. Kandinsky, Kandinsky, p. 29 .
4· Wassily Kandinsky, "Riickblicke," in
Kandinsky, II)OI-I9I3 (Berlin: Der Sturm,
1913), p. VIII. See also Kenneth Lindsay and Peter Verga, eds., Kandinsky:
Complete Writi1!!JS on Art, 2 vols.
(Boston: G. K. Hall, 1982), in which
this work is translated as "Reminiscences." I have used here my own
translations unless otherwise indicated,
except when reference is made to the
1918 Russian edition of the memoir, in
which case I have relied entirely and
gratefully on Lindsay and Verga.
5. Kandinsky, "Riickblicke," p. XI.

Kandinsky
Complete Writi1!!JS, vol. 2, p. 891, nn.
47, 48.

6 . Lindsay and Verga,

7. Peg Weiss, Kandinsky in Munich-the
Formative ]ugendstil Years (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979), pp.
63, m, and passim.
8. Lindsay and Verga, Kandinsky
Complete Writi1!!JS, vol. 2, p. 891, n. 45·
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9. Kandinsky, "Riickblicke," pp. Iv,
XXVIII.
10. N. Kandinsky, Kandinsky, p. 22.

rr. As late as 1937, at the age of 7I and

nearly half a century after the fact,
Kandinsky recalled the "violence" of
the impression made on him by his
Vologda trip. See the letter from
Kandinsky to Andre Dezarrois, 31 July
1937, quoted in Christian Derouet and
Jessica Boissel, Kandinsky: oeuvres de
Vassiry Kandinsky (1866-1944) (Paris:
Collections du Musee National d'Art
Moderne, 1984), p. 13 . The essays were
not included in Lindsay and Vergo's
edition ofKandinsky's writings on art,
but there is a summary by John Bowlt,
who concludes his observations on
Kandinsky's Zyrian essay with the
remark: "But there is very little indeed
that relates to Kandinsky the artist or
thinker oflater years" (vol. 2, p. 863).
12. Uno Holmberg [Harva], FinrwUgric, Siberien. Vol. 4 of The M ythokgy
ofAll Races (Boston: Archaeological
Institute of Anrerica, 1927), esp. pp.
ro, 164, 527, 536, 542, 576. Kandinsky's
work was cited by Holmberg as early as
1913 in Die WMSC1lJOttheiten der
finnisch-ugrischen VOlker (Helsinki:
Druckerei der finnischen LiteraturGesellschaft, 1913), pp. 107, 286 . For
other authors who have cited
Holmberg's numerous writings see,
among others, Vilmos Di6szegi, ed.,
Popular Belieft and Folklure Tradition in
Siberia (The Hague: Mouton, 1968);
Vilmos Di6szegi and M. Hoppil, eds.,
Shamanism in Siberia (Budapest:
Akademiai Kiad6, 1978). See also D. R.
[Fokos] Fuchs, "Eine Studienreise zu
den Syrjanen," Keleti Szemle 12, no. 3
(19rr). Kandinsky's work was cited as
recently as 1964 by Ivar Paulson in
"Outline of Permian Folk Religion,"
Journal of the Folklure Institute 2 (1964):
174, n. 104.
13. See, e.g., Karoly Rtdei, Die

syrjiinischen Lehnwiirter im Wqgulischen
(The Hague: Mouton, 1970),
pp. 94-95.
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the Ural Mountains and the beginning of western Siberia, was
prompted by an urge to seek his identity in his ethnic heritage, to seek
in the "soul of the people" his own roots. 9
According to Nina Kandinsky's memoir, Kandinsky not only had
Mongolian blood in his veins but often said with some pride that one
ofhis great-grandmothers was a Mongolian princess. 10 The peoples of
the Lake Baikal area, the Buriats, were a Mongolic race whose traditions and heritage had already attracted the intense interest of several
generations of travelers and ethnologists, so that, by the end of the
nineteenth century, a substantial body of literature on the Buriats was
available to the student of ethnology.
These few extracts from "Riickblicke" reveal a great deal about
Kandinsky's interest in ethnography and its lasting effect on him.
Indeed, that these memories were recorded with such immediacy and
enthusiasm a quarter of a century after the fact lends substance to
Wordsworth's insight that "the child is father of the man" and suggests that we art historians have been negligent in ignoring this perhaps most formative period of the artist's life experience. It has been
little remarked in the literature on Kandinsky beyond a nodding reference here and there to his so-called Russian paintings. No attempt has
been made to read his iconography in terms of his experience as a
professionally trained ethnographer. In fact, neither of his 1889 articles
has been published in English. This is all the more surprising in that,
contrary to published reports, these essays are so dense with information and references that only a study far beyond the scope of this brief
essay could begin to do justice to them. I will consider here only
certain ramifications ofKandinsky's article on the Zyrians, today called
the Komi, and even so only a suggestion of the wealth and complexity
of the issues raised can be offered here. Indeed, those early experiences
reverberated in his work to the very end. 11
Although art historians have overlooked this rich source for Kandinsky's later iconographic and aesthetic development, ethnographers
have not been so remiss. Kandinsky's essay was in fact cited by the
great Finnish sociologist and ethnologist Uno Holmberg in his monumental work Finno-Ugric, Siberien) volume four of TheMythology ofAll
Rnces. Holmberg not only footnoted Kandinsky's essay but also referenced it in his extensive bibliography. Holmberg's work itself is still
quoted and cited as authoritative by ethnologists around the world.
The Hungarian folklorist D. R Fokos-Fuchs also cited Kandinsky's
work in his 1911 report of a student field trip among the Zyrians. 12
Thus Kandinsky's observations on the Zyrians have passed into the
ethnographic literature. 13

!B

EFORE TURNING TO K.ANDINSKY'S PUBLICATION ITSELF, let us first recall some other events in his life,

and the obvious evidence presented in some of his works, that relate
to his ethnographic interest. There are, first of all, those "Russian
paintings." Perhaps the most frequently reproduced and exhibited is
the monumental Motley Life of1907 (fig. 1), to which we shall return.
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Equally brilliant in coloring and
conception are Song of the liO~a
(1906) and Riding Couple. Others
of importance include Amra/ of
the Merchants (1905), Early Hour
(1907), and Sunday Old Russia
(1904).
There were also tempera
works on cardboard (such as the
early Russian Beauty in a Landscape), as well as a number of watercolors and sketches, which
have obviously Russian themes.
But the medium that seems most
frequently to have stirred his
ethnic memories was that of the
woodcut, in which time and again Russian costumes, Russian walled
cities with gleaming cupolas, Russian churches, Russian boats, and
Russian heroes abound. The graphic work that perhaps most nearly
evokes the impression of his trip along the "serene and deeplysubmerged-in-itself'' Suchona River, bordered by its "wonder
houses:' is Golden Sail of 1903 (fig.
2). Here the wooden structures
decorated with carving and
brightly painted are set off against
a dark ground that evokes the
surrounding primeval forests of
the ancient Zyrians.
There are other works ofKandinsky's Munich period with an ethnic flavor, namely, those inspired
by his 1904 trip with Gabriele Munter to Tunis, such as Oriental and
Amhs I (Cemetery), both of1909. But there are also later works, such as
the great Picture with Archer of 1909 and Blue Mountain, which strike a
strong ethnic note. Furthermore, in 1902 Kandinsky had personally
invited the Finnish painter Axel Gallen-Kallela to exhibit with his
Phalanx society. At the time, Gallen-Kallela was internationally
known as the illustrator of the Finnish folk saga The Ka/erJala, an epic
summarizing the mythology of the Finnic peoples, the Suomi and
Karelians, who were, in fact, related to the Zyrians-all of them members of the broader linguistic category known as the Finno-Ugric. 14
We also know that Kandinsky was an avid collector of folk art and
that he not only delighted in the Bavarian folk art of Hinterglasmalerei
but imitated it from about 1910 on, frequently casting the subject
matter in Russian terms, as for example in St. Vladimir of 19n (fig. 3).
But of course the most telling demonstration of Kandinsky's deep
ethnographic interest was his inclusion of ethnic artifacts in the
ground-breaking and influential Blue Rider almanac of 1912. A wide
variety of ethnic objects was illustrated in the almanac, most having to
do with themes of healing and salvation: Bavarian "miracle" paintings, a Ceylonese dance mask of the demon of disease, an Easter Island
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Figurer. Kandinsky, Motley Life, 1907,
tempera on canvas, 130 x 162.5 em.
Courtesy, Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich.

Figure .z. Kandinsky, Golden Sail, 1903,
color woodcut, 12.7 x 27.7 em.
Courtesy, Stadtische Galerie im
Lenbachhaus, Munich.

14. See Weiss, K.andimky in Munich,
pp. 65-67; Peg Weiss, "Kandinsky in

Munich: Encounters and Transformations," in K.andimky in Munich
r8¢-I9I4 (New York: Solomon R.
Guggenheim Foundation, 1982), pp.
47-48; Uno Holmberg, Finno-Ugric,
passim; and Peter Hajdu, ed., Ancient
Cultures ofthe Umlian Peoples
(Budapest: Corvina Press, 1976),

PP· r-r44.
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15. See Weiss, "Kandinsky in Munich:
Encounters and Transformations," cat.
nos. 304-10 and pp. 67-82; Peg Weiss,
"Kandinsky and the Symbolist Heritage," Art ]ourna/45 (Summer 1985):
137-45. Several of the actual objects
originally illustrated in the Blue Rider
almanac were included in the 1982
Guggenheim Museum exhibition
"Kandinsky in Munich," organized by
the author.

ancestor figure, and so on. As I have already suggested elsewhere,
Kandinsky and his co-editor Franz Marc had consciously provided the
almanac with a "shamanistic" theme, symbolizing their belief in the
new art as a metaphor for cultural healing and salvation. 15

Figure 3. Kandinsky, St. Vkuiimir, 1911,
glass painting, 29 x 25.6 em. Courtesy,
Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus,
Munich .

li

N PREPARATION FOR HIS ETHNOGRAPHIC EXPEDITION Kandinsky marked a map of the area he was to visit
(fig. 4), indicating that his route lay from Moscow to Vologda, near
the fortieth meridian, and then east and north almost to the Urals.
This corresponds roughly to what is today a territory combining parts
of the Vologda and Arkhangel'sk Oblasts together with the Komi
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, by itself a vast and still sparsely
populated area of over 6oo,ooo square miles, largely covered by dense
taiga forest, as it was in Kandinsky's day, stretching west to the crest of
the Ural Mountains and north to the tundra of the Arctic circle. The
major rivers, the Suchona, the Pechora, the Vychegda, and the Sysola,
have been important transportation routes since the area was first
settled in the tenth century. The central city of Syktyvkar, in Kandinsky's day known as Ust' -Sysol'sk, standing at the confluence of the
Sysola and the Vychegda, was and is an important center of trade
especially noted for its fairs. Owing to the density of the forests rich in
game (especially squirrel and arctic fox) and the plentiful rivers, the
native Zyrians (Komi) were hunters and fishermen.
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Figure 4· Map marked by Kandinsky
to indicate boundaries of the Vologda
province, affixed to flyleaf of diary,
1889. Courtesy, Musee National d'Art
Moderne, Paris.

Kandinsky's ethnographic essay consists of three main elements: a
critique of the established church in its relation to the Zyrians; a
review of some of the major Zyrian "deities" and animating "spirits";
and an extended discussion of the Zyrian concept of ort, a palpable
"double" or "shadow." He had chosen this investigation of pagan
beliefs, he wrote, "in view of the chaos of contemporary religious
concepts."
Kandinsky's critique of the church for its role in the "reckless" and
almost total eradication of ancient Zyrian beliefs and customs is sharp.
He particularly notes that it was the missionary zeal of St. Stephen of
Perm that had forced the Zyrian conversion and caused the utter
destruction of another regional tribe, the Chuds (who, it was said, to
avoid the Bishop's persecution, had fled into the forests where they
buried themselves and their belongings). 16 As a result, the Zyrians had
been taught to refer to their ancestors by the derogatory Russian term
"poganye," a word suggesting something unclean because of its
etymological association with the word poganke, a poisonous
mushroom.
Among the various deities and legendary figures about whom Kandinsky sought information was the so-called Slata Baba or "golden
woman" mentioned by the sixteenth-century Austrian diplomat and
gadabout Baron Sigmund von Herberstein, whose famous chronicle

https://surface.syr.edu/suscholar/vol7/iss1/5

16. As his source for information on St.

Stephen, Kandinsky refers to the Life of
St. Stephen, Bishop ofPerm by Epiphanius the Wise, famous for his literary
style of"word weaving." St. Stephen
of Perm (1349-96) destroyed the arbors
of the spirits and the idol sheds of the
heathen Zyrians, but he also learned
their language and created their
alphabet. Perhaps most famous of the
deeds related by Epiphanius was the
bishop's encounter on the shore of the
Vychegda River with the powerful
Zyrian sorcerer Pam. See G . P.
Fedotov, The Russian Religious Mind,
2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1966), vol. 2, pp.
230-+5·
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the young scholar had evidently consulted. Another was called Iomala,
about whom only notions of evil or anger remained; and another,
Shurila, who, according to one old man, was a principal deity of the
ancient Chuds, to whom this informant ascribed an animistic religion.17 Two other creatures who once animated the Zyrian world
also survived only in fragments: the lesak-tnm"t or "forest man," and
Poludnitsa, a "midday goddess" thought to protect the rye (in olden
times, according to Kandinsky, no Zyrian would harvest the rye before
St. Elias Day for fear of reprisal from her). 18 In his diary Kandinsky
apparently recorded yet another deity, viirsa, a water spirit reputed to
steal horses and children. 19
r8. Lesak-nwrtwas probably Holmberg's
The dtmwvoi,J however, a house spirit imagined as a benevolent
viirys-nwrt, a forest spirit taller than the
highest tree who rushes about like a though sometimes mischievous protector of hearth and home, was
whirlwind. Kandinsky's love of color still an active participant in Zyrian life. Associated with the hearth, the
comes out in this discussion as he links
Poludnitsa to the cornflower, known as Zyrian dormwoi) Kandinsky reports, refuses to move into a new house
until the hearth is ready. Even then, no move to a new dwelling is
"Poludnitsa-Blue" or "Eye of the
Midday Goddess." See Holmberg,
made without some sacrifice, for fear of disturbing the ancestors and
FintW-Ugric, pp. 181 and 247, where he
thus provoking the tiultwvoi to mischief, even to the extent of causing a
again cites Kandinsky.
death in the family.
19. Kandinsky's "vorsa" might have
As to natural phenomena such as the heavenly bodies, constelbeen the forest spirit versa, described
lations,
winds, and fire, Kandinsky found that somewhat stronger
by Fokos-Fuchs as a giant as tall as a
superstitions and remnants of pagan beliefs survived. The Zyrians still
tree and having magic powers. See D.
R. Fokos-Fuchs, "Eine Studienreise,"
imagined the stars as "nailed" to the sky and the sun and moon as
p. 236 and Syrjiinisches Wdrterbuch I-II
wanderers
(a belief shared by the neighboring Samoyeds, who called
(Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, 1959), p.
the North Star the "nail of the sky"). 2° Fearing to incur the sun's
103. But since Kandinsky apparently
identified this creature as a "water wrath, no one dared carry ice uncovered before St. Elias Day lest hail
spirit," his reference may actually have
be sent in revenge, and old women still held "conversations with the
been to vasa, described by Holmberg
as a giant water spirit with a big round wind." Various taboos concerning fire (such as prohibitions against
head, imagined as either clad in a green
spitting into it or stomping it out with the feet, and the use of fire for
robe or naked, who causes tempests by
purification) recalled the pagan veneration of fire. 21
throwing himself into the water. See
Kandinsky devotes most of his commentary to a consideration of
Holmberg, FintW-Ugric, pp. 197-98.
For a discussion of the forest and water remnants of the Zyrian's ancestor cult, especially as seen in their persisspirits of the Zyrians and their neightent although rather vague conceptions concerning an elusive being
bors, see also Ivar Paulson, Schutzgeister
und Gottheiten des Wildes (der Jagdtiere known as ort. 22 In so doing, his main concern is to demonstrate that
und Fische) in Ntmleumsien, Stockholm
the notion of ort is not to be misconstrued as "spirit" in the Christian
Studies in Comparative Religion, vol. 2
sense
of that term. Indeed, he sharply criticizes two scholars who had
(Stockholm: Almquist & Wiksell,
translated the Zyrian term "ort" by the Russian word "dukh" (mean1961), pp. 124-27.
ing spirit in the intellectual Christian sense) . Pointing out that all of
20. Holmberg, FintW-Ugric, p . 221.
the Zyrian forest spirits and water sprites are conceived of as corporeal,
Kandinsky advances various testimony from his observations and in21. In an 1896 paper on the Yakuts, the
Russian ethnographer W. Sieroshevski
terviews to show that ort was conceived of similarly.
discussed similar superstitions
Among the proofs of ort's physical nature, Kandinsky reports, is its
concerning fire. See "The Yakuts,"
trans. W. G . Sumner, Journal of the appearance before death, when it is said sometimes to pinch the dying
AnthropoWgical Institute of Great Britain person so severely as to inflict blue spots. More often the ort visits the
and Ireland 31 (1901): 106.
dying person's relatives both before and for forty days after death,
walking about in much the same form as the person of whom it is the
"double." Sometimes a towel is hung outside the home where a death
has occurred so the ort and the dead person may dry themselves in the
morning, but only the ort is said to notice the towel. 23 In the case of a
dead "sorcerer" (kuldun )) whose ability to transcend earthly bonds is
FintW-Ugric, p. 217
and esp. pp. 26o-6r. Although
Kandinsky found no traces ofHerberstein's "golden woman," she was
probably a goddess of childbirth venerated by the Khanry/Mansi (Vogul and
Osryak) peoples who lived mostly, but
not exclusively, on the eastern side of
the Urals along the Ob river. See also
Z . P. Sokolova, "The Representation
of a Female Spirit from the Kazym
River," in Di6szegi and Hoppil,
Shamanism in Siberia, p. 498.
17. See Holmberg,
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especially suspect, Kandinsky reports that the Zyrians tie up or bind
the body so that relatives will not be disturbed by his ort's nocturnal
visits. It never occurs to anyone, Kandinsky observes, that the soul
cannot be bound.
Such customs speak "loud and clear" Kandinsky says, against the
exact identification of the ort with the dead person, not to mention
with his "spirit" or "soul," about which no care is taken whatsoever.
Interestingly enough, the young ethnographer calls upon that classic
anthropologist and founder of the discipline Herbert Spencer to demonstrate that other primitive peoples may be "more advanced" than
the Zyrians in respect to their understanding of the body-soul dichotomy. He cites a section from Spencer's multivolumned The Principles of
Socwlogy, first published in 1876, dealing with the Indian Bhils, who, it
was said, left food at the grave for the dead person and at the threshold
of his house for his "spirit" (dukh). 24 As to where the ort comes from
and where it goes after death, the Zyrians are mute. But, Kandinsky
concludes, unquestionably the ort is not a spirit (in the sense of dukh,
i.e., spirit, mind) and certainly not the dukh of ancestors.
As we shall see, these musings on ort; the discussion of the precise
meanings of dukh (which shares the root of the noun dukhovnom, the
term Kandinsky would later use in the title of his treatise 0 dukhovnom
v iskusstve (On the Spiritual in Art); and the references to practices
concerning the burial of the kuldun, the sorcerer or shaman, were to
have important repercussions in Kandinsky's art and thought. 25

O

F PRIMARY CONCERN TO KANDINSKY in composing his notes for this remarkable essay was his interest in the
phenomenon of dvoeverie (or "double faith"), that is, the side-by-side
existence of both pagan and Christian belief systems sometimes inextricably intertwined. We have already seen that in the artist's memory,
the moment of his "immersion" within a brightly painted decorated
peasant house with its painted folk heroes and its "holy corner" was
the apotheosis of his Vologda experience. Now, from the perspective
of the ethnographic essay, one can imagine the overwhelming sense of
presence in that room of the domovoi, perhaps even an ort. 26
Viewed with the artist's ethnographic background in mind, the
"Russian paintings" take on new meaning. Motley Life, with its bright
medley of figures and action, is a prime example (see fig. r). Like
Arrival of the Merchants, this painting presents a throng of people in
old Russian costume converging on a town bordering a river. We need
only recall that Ust' -Sysol'sk, the center of Kandinsky's activity as
ethnographer, was at the confluence of two important rivers and that
it was therefore famous for its fairs to recognize the setting. Clearly,
both Christian and pagan imagery is present amid this teeming multiplicity of life. The whole composition is built on a series of contrapuntal contrasts: life and death, old and young, love and hate, peace
and war, and so on.
Central to the composition is the figure of a long-bearded old man,
a rucksack on his back, a staffin his hand. Is this the "old man" among

https://surface.syr.edu/suscholar/vol7/iss1/5

22. Although Kandinsky felt that this
creature was a purely Zyrian phenomenon, not mentioned by other scholars
among the related Permians and
Votiaks, Holmberg and others have
shown that it was a rather widely
spread belief, relating to the concept of
the "double." See Holmberg, FinrwUgric, who relates urt to the Cheremiss
iirt and Vogul urt; see also Karoly
R.edei, Syrjanischen Lehnwimer, p. 95, n .
19, who also relates it to urt and vurt.
23. R.edei, Syrjanischen Lehnwimer,
confuses urtwith "spirit" (Geist) but
cites Kandinsky's testimony on the
"blue spots" almost word for word
(though without reference) . See
Holmberg, Finrw-Ugric, pp. 169-72,
with respect to the Votiak spirit Ubyr.
On the towel custom, see Gustav
Rank, Die heilige Hintereck£ im Hauskult
der VOlker Nrmrosteuropas und Nurdasiens,
Folklore Fellows Communications,
no . 137 (Helsinki: Academy of Sciences
of Finland, 1949), pp . 4-Sff.
24. See Herbert Spencer, The Principles
ofSociolfm, originally published in
London, 1876-96 (3 volumes). In the
edition of1882 (New York: D .
Appleton, 1882, vol. 1), the exact citation appears on p. 171, whereas
Kandinsky cited p . 172, possibly from
another edition. Kandinsky seems to
assume that the symbolic gesture of
placing food at the grave for the body
but at the threshold for the spirit
implies a conception of separation of
body and soul (or spirit) without an
implication that the soul might be
expected to "consume" the offering.
See the unabridged version of the
present essay in Traditions and Revisions:
Source Studies in the History ofArt, ed.
Gabriel Weisberg and Laurinda Dixon
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,
forthcoming).
25. Kandinsky's careful scrutiny of the
usage of the word dukh (German Geist)
and his rejection of it for the concept
of a palpable "double" or shadow
(which he describes as "relief-like" )
lend further weight to my discussion
of his use of the term dukhi!V1Wm (as in
0 dukhi!V1Wm v iskusstve, translated by
him into German as Uber dn.s Geistige in
der Kunst) as a conscious choice to
emphasize irs meaning as spirit/mind
rather than as having any association
with a meaning range that might
convey a sense of "spiritualism" or
"spiritism." Cf. Weiss, Kandinsky in
Munich, pp. 139-41.
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26 . Rank, Heilige Hintereck£, pp. 23-29,
32-33, 59-62, and passim. Rank

describes in detail the ways in which
the "holy corner" came to symbolize
the coexistence of pagan and Christian
beliefS (particularly among the FinnoUgric peoples).
27. Squirrel pelts are mentioned as a

mainstay of the Zyrian economy in
travel accounts as ancient as Herberstein's chronicle (cited n. 36) and as
recent as 1926 .
28. Kandinsky, "Etnografii," pp. 103,
105, 106. The information on the
Votiaks had already been published by
P. M. Bogaevskii in r888. It was then
quoted by V. M. Mikhailovskii, who
also cited the Cheremiss term for
sorcerer, in his landmark work Shamanstro (Shamanism), which was published
in the proceedings of the Imperial
Society of Friends ofNatural History,
Anthropology and Ethnography in
1892. Mikhailovskii was vice-president
of the society's ethnographic section
and may have known Kandinsky either
as a student at the university or as a
fellow member of the society. A partial
translation of Mikhailovskii 's work is
available as "Shamanism in Siberia and
European Russia," trans. Oliver
Wardrop, Journal of the Anthropological
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 24
(1895): 62-100, 126-58. On the "old
man" as shaman, see pp. 153, 155. On
"horse staves," see Mircea Eliade,
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques ofEcstasy
(Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1970), p. 467; M . A. Czaplicka, Aboriginal Siberia: A Study in Social Anthropokgy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1914),
pp. 203-5, 224; Holmberg, FinnoUgric, p. 522; and Mikhailovskii,
"Shamanism," p. 81.
29. As in Czaplicka, Aboriginal Siberia,
p. 284, citing an 1895 work by M. N.

Khangaloff.
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Kandinsky's Zyrian informants who carried within himself the
recollections of the Zyrian people? For assuredly we are back in
Ust' -Sysol'sk, in the midst of a fair by the Vychegda River. The squirrel in the tree, about to be done in by the archer below, is the "dead"
giveaway, for the harvesting of squirrel pelts was then central to the
region's economy. 27
But the old man may have other connotations. His unrealistic
green beard suggests an alliance with the supernatural and hence his
possible identification as "old sorcerer." He carries a stave that points
to the central vertical axis of the painting, leading the eye upward to
the pair engaged in a life-and-death struggle, and then on to the walled
town (or monastery) with its church domes at upper center. Thus
another counterpoint is set between upper and lower spheres, between pagan and Christian, an axis that turns about life and death.
An identification of the old man as old sorcerer is reinforced by the
fact that among the Votiaks, another Finno-Ugric tribe with whose
traditions Kandinsky was familiar, the "being" who instructs the shaman on supernatural matters is imagined in the form of an old man,
and among the neighboring Cheremiss, the name for shaman or sorcerer is kart, or "old man." Furthermore, the stave carried by the old
man also suggests a reference to shamanic lore, for among several
Siberian tribes the stave functions as the shaman's symbolic "horse,"
on which he rides to "other worlds" in the course of his duties. 28
If we recall that Motley Life was painted in 1907, when Kandinsky
was living in Sevres, we should also recall that the artist was visited
there by his father, who lived with him for some time. Since the elder
Kandinsky would have been a source of Buriat lore, having lived near
the Lake Baikal Buriat peoples much of his life, another interpretation
of the old man is possible. The Balagask Buriats imagine the "owner of
the whole earth," a personage called Daban-Sagan-Khatun, as a benevolent old man. 29 Then, too, it is primarily among the Buriats that the
shamanic use of"horse staves" or "horse sticks" is common.
To return to the painting: immediately behind the old fellow, almost growing out of his back, is a tall tree-a pine, cedar, or fir, in any
case symbolizing the home of the ancient pagan spirits. Dramatically
opposing him, across that vertical axis, is the figure of an elaborately
costumed mother and child, flanked by a child in prayerful attitude,
an obvious reference to orthodox veneration of the Virgin and Child.
Thus, horizontally across the central axis, we find yet another contrapuntal expression of dvoeverie. Examples of the pagan-Christian opposition can be found throughout the picture: the figure with stave,
black beard, and tall black hat in the left center suggests a "black
shaman," opposing the orthodox monk figure immediately to the left;
just above right center, smoke from a fire (recalling pagan veneration of
fire) opposes the church tower of a Christian cemetery, and so on. A
double meaning may in fact accrue to the mother-and-child image for,
according to Fedotov, the cult of the Virgin (as Mother of God) was
also allied with pagan veneration of "Rozhanitsy," a goddess of childbirth (related doubtless also to the ancient myth of the "golden
woman"). More observations could be made about this painting, but
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let these suffice to suggest that, indeed, this work has to do with the
30. See Fedotov, futssmn Religious
ramifications of dvoeverie. 30
A somewhat later Munich work with ethnographic implications Mind) vol. 2, pp. 34-9-62.
that include dvoeverie is Kandinsky's 1911 glass painting St. Vladimir
(fig. 3). The work is an imitation of a Bavarian folk art known as
"Hinterglasmalerei," and in this sense, then, it is in .the form of an
ethnic artifact. The Cyrillic inscription translates as "Holy Prince Vladimir," recalling Vladimir's secular life before his baptism in A.D. 989,
when he received the name Basil (Wassily), which was also Kandinsky's
Christian name. The saint's position as "founder" of the Russian
church is clearly symbolized by the cupolaed church held aloft in his
left hand. The ranks of the baptized, white faced and red cheeked (like
Kandinsky's recollection of the Zyrians), stand below him. But to the
left of the picture, below the saint's right arm, stands a forest of fir or
pine trees, recalling the sacred groves of the heathens and the homes of
their former deities. Vladimir's identification in Russian lore with the
ancient cult of the sun can be recognized in the halo behind his head,
which is also a sun, with sun streaks emanating from it. St. Vladimir,
in fact, was also known in the Russian epic poems as Krastwe Solntse')
"Ardent Sun" or "Radiant Sun." 31 Kandinsky's interest in the cult of 31. George Vernadsky, The Origins of
the sun and his awareness of the loss of cultural heritage brought by futssm (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1959), pp. 109-ro, 314-15, passim.
Christianization led him to create in this modern "icon" a symbol of
dvoeverie.

IB

UT IT IS IN KANDINSKY' S personal self-identification
with the image of the Russian folk hero St. George that we see the
real meaning for him of his ethnographic studies and his awareness of
dvoeverie. St. George, whose image adorned the cover of the Blue Rider
almanac, came to be the carrier of Kandinsky's message of aesthetic
salvation and healing, a fundamental theme of the almanac itself and
one that recurred in his work throughout his life. In Kandinsky's
mind, St. George epitomized the message of many of the ethnic artifacts illustrated in the almanac, each in its own way expressing a shamanistic appeal to the gods for health and eternal life. 32 The book
itself was a metaphor for the social "healing" Kandinsky hoped the
new aesthetic would bring. In fact, St. George, the ubiquitous Egari
Khrabry (George the Brave, or Hero) of Russian epic poetry, although
a Christian saint, was endowed with shamanic powers. 33 As I have
noted elsewhere, in Russia the saint's feast day on April 23 was also an
important day in the agricultural calendar, celebrated with pagan rites
as well as Christian ritual, and Kandinsky included in the almanac a
Russian folk print from his own collection on this very theme, a typical
example of dvoeverie. 34
As a student of ethnography at a time when the discipline was
growing by leaps and bounds, particularly in Russia, where the lure of
the mysterious Siberian tribes had been felt for centuries, Kandinsky
would have been familiar with the literature on shamanism. He had
obviously delved into the matter in his readings of Herberstein,
Spencer, and Epiphanius (all referenced in his essay), and it can scarcely
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32. Weiss, "Kandinsky in Munich:
Encounters and Transformations," pp.
67-82.

33. H. M. Chadwick and N. K. Chadwick, The Growth ofLiterature, 3 vols.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1936), vol. 2, pp . 180, 199-202.

34-· Weiss, "Kandinsky and the
Symbolist Heritage," pp. 137-45.
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35· See, e.g., the extensive bibliographies in Di6szegi, Popular Beliefs;
Di6szegi and Hoppal, Shamanism in
Siberia; Czaplicka, Aburiginal Siberia;
and Anna Leena Siikala, The Rite Technique of the Siberian Shaman (Helsinki:
Finnish Academy of Science & Letters,
1978) .

FigureS· Portrait of the Russian Tsar
Vasily III from Sigmund Freiherr von
Herberstein, R£rum Moscoviticarum
commentarij .. . (1556). Courtesy,
Cornell University Library.

be doubted that he had read at least some of the burgeoning literature
on the subject published in Russia and Germany from the middle of
the century onward. 35
When Kandinsky consulted Baron von Herberstein's famous account of his travels in Russia in the early sixteenth century, published
as Rerum Moscaviticarum comrnentari;~ perhaps he had access to the
Basel edition of1556. He would have found the first full-page woodcut
illustration in the book devoted to a seated portrait of the Russian Tsar
Vasili III (resplendent in fur-trimmed robe and cap). He would also
have noticed the inset heraldic emblem depicting St. George and the
dtagon (fig. 5). It is, at any rate, a warrior astride a horse, directing his
lance downward onto the throat of a vanquished dtagon. But this
saint has no Christian paraphernalia; indeed, he is short haired and
quite naked-a pagan hero, Egori the Brave, carrying out the raw act
that would lead to his canonization. As Egori the Brave was to Vasili
III, so St. George and the dragon would become to "Vasili" Kandinsky. This could well represent the origin of an identification that
would inspire the artist until the end of his life.
Other woodcuts in this edition suggest the original inspiration for
later Kandinsky motifs . For example, one large woodcut illustrates the
dtess of Russian warriors, or streltsy. Three warriors sit astride their fine
horses. One raises his bow and arrow, turning to aim backward over
the horse's rump (fig. 6). 36 Kandinsky recalled this marksman in an
early tempera called Russian Knight, 1902, and in Picture with Archer,
1909.
THE SHAMAN ARTIST

I[
Figure 6. Russian streltsy from
Sigmund Freiherr von Herberstein,
R£rum Moscwiticarum commentarij . . .
(1556) . Courtesy, Cornell University

Library.
36. Sigmund Freiherr von Herberstein,

R£rum Moscoviticarum commentarij
Sigismundi liberi barrmis in Herberstain,
Neypet;g, & Guettenhag: Rvssiae, & quae
nunc eius metropolisest, Moscouiae, breuissima descriptio . .. (Basil: Ionnem
Oporinum, [1556]) . These or similar
illustrations also appear in other
editions, e.g., Basel 1551, 1557, Vienna
1557·
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OR KANDINSKY THE STEP FROM identification with
lthe role of St. George to assuming the role of shaman was easy
enough: the Siberian shaman was also a "rider;' whose calling was to
heal. Indeed the shaman role may well have been the prior one in
Kandinsky's experience. 37
The role of the shaman in Russia's primitive tribes both east and
west of the Urals was already well documented and understood by
both European and Russian ethnologists by the 188os. The term shaman is derived from an Evenk word, saman, which has been shown to
have the etymological root of the Tunguso-Manchurian verb sa, "to
know." 38 The shaman then was the all-knower who assumed the role
of intercessor between humankind and the supernatural powers.
Through his offices, physical and psychological ills could be healed,
social problems of the clan solved, the future foretold, good hunting
assured, and the lost found .39
The shaman-who had to be a person peculiarly predisposed to his
calling-achieved his communication with the heavenly powers by
leaving his body and journeying to other worlds (of which most tribes
imagined there were several). He made this journey by means of his
drum, which during his trance became his horse. On this magic horse
he could fly above the treetops and mountains or descend to the
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underworld if need be. 40 Among some tribes, notably the Buriats of
the Lake Baikal area, he rode to his destination upon his horse stick.
Both the drum and the horse stick would have had special meaning
for Kandinsky. For the drum provided a kind of"canvas" upon which
the shaman drew pictograms of the "upper" and "lower" worlds and
the creatures in those spheres who operated as his helpers (fig. 7). And
the horse stick was an actual "hobbyhorse" cut from a.birch tree (the
birch being widely considered a sacred tree from west of the Urals to
east Siberia). The upper end was sometimes crudely carved to suggest
the horse's head, sometimes the middle was shaped to suggest the
knee joint, and the lower end might be carved to suggest the hoof. 41
We have only to turn to Kandinsky's memoir, "Riickblicke," to see
how near was this shamanistic "hobbyhorse" to him. In the opening
sentences he recalled that, like all children, he had loved "to ride." He
particularly recalled how his family's coachman used to carve for him
just such a "horse" from the branch of a tree.
Among Kandinsky's personal collection of folk art there was a
wooden "hobbyhorse" -not of the "stick" variety but rather of the
representational, rocking type-which seems to have had, as rider, a
sorcerer or shaman (fig. 8). 42 The little figure was a bearded old man,
clad in a long robe and riding a spotted (piebald) horse; he wore a tall,
pointed hat. It seems that, odd as such a "toy" might be, this rider in
fact represented a sorcerer or shaman. A similar shaman image in a tall,
pointed cap figures in Kandinsky's painting Storm Bell, probably
painted around the time of Motley Life. The piebald horse was particularly prized among the shamanistic tribes of Siberia, and we should
note that Kandinsky also recalled in his memoir that the sight of such a
horse in Munich had called up memories of his Russian past.
But there is more that recalls shamanism in "Riickblicke." In speaking of the creative experience Kandinsky echoed the sense of "transport," the image of "riding" and "reirling in" or "bridling" his inner
resources in much the same language ethnographers have used to
describe the shamanic experience. Expanding on the image of riding,
Kandinsky writes: "The horse carries the rider with power and speed.
The rider, however, guides the horse. Talent carries the artist to great
heights with power and speed. The artist, however, guides his talent."
He continues in the Russian edition: "The artist is perhaps in a position albeit only partially and by chance-to summon up within himself these states of inspiration by artificial means. Moreover, he can
qualify the nature of those states which arise within him of their own
volition. All the experience and knowledge that relate to this area are
but one of the elements of' consciousness.' " 43
These "confessions" parallel to quite an astonishing degree the
reports of ethnographers on the special psychological traits of Siberian
shamans and their trance experiences. Shamans were almost universally marked by a special degree of sensitivity, often expressed in nervousness, excitability (sometimes to the point of hysteria), and innate
creativity. For all that, they were required to keep themselves in check,
to "rein in" their talent as it were, and to control their capacity to
achieve various states of trance. Most authorities agree that the sha-
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37. The many analogies between the

roles of shaman and artist have often
been remarked. See Andreas Lommel,
The Worki of the Early Hunters
(London: Evelyn, Adams & Mackay,
1967) . Of particular interest is the essay
by Odd Nordland, "Shamanism as an
Experiencing of'the Unreal,'" in
Studies in Shamanism, ed. Carl-Martin
Edsman, Scripta Instituti Donneriani
Aboensis, r (Stockholm: Almquist &
Wiksell, 1967), pp. 167-85. See also
Sieroshevski, "The Yakuts," p. 105; A.
Hultkranz, "Ecological and Phenomenological Aspects of Shamanism," in
Di6szegi and Hoppa!, Shamanism in
Siberia, pp . 50-53; G. M . Vasilevich,
"The Acquisition of Shamanistic
Ability among the Evenki (Tungus),"
in Di6szegi, Popular Beliefs, esp. p . 3+3·

FitJure 7· Teleut Shaman's Drum.
From Vilmos Di6szegi, ed., Popular
Beliefs and Folklore TraditWn in Siberia
(Budapest: Akademiai Kiad6, i968),

p. 493·

38. Siikala, Rite Technique uf Siberian
Shaman, p. 14; and Peter Hajdu, "The
Classification of Samoyed Shamans," in
Di6szegi, Popular Beliefs, p. 155. Both
refer to Vilmos Di6szegi, "Saman (The
Etymology of the Word Saman),"
Mqqyar Nyelv 43 (1947) : 2n-12.
39. Hultkranz, "Aspects of
Shamanism," pp . 33-37. Hultkranz
defines the role of the shaman as threefold: as physician, diviner, and psychopomp. See also Siikala, Rite Technique of
Siberian Shaman, pp. 13-14, r8, where
the social role ofthe shaman is emphasized. It is important to point out here
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that shamanism is not to be confused
with what is commonly known as
"spiritism" or the "occult," in which a
key concept is "possession." The
shaman plays a distinctly social role,
and it is he (or she) who "possesses"
and controls the shamanic ritual and
his or her own part in it. See V. Voigt,
"Shamanism in North Eurasia as a
Scope of Ethnology," in Di6szegi and
Hoppa!, Shamanism in Siberia, pp .
62-63; L. Krader, "Shamanism:
Theory and History in Buryat
Society," ibid., pp. r88-9o; Eliade,
Shamanism, p. 93; and Hultkranz,
"Aspects of Shamanism," pp. 44-47.
40. Hultkranz, "Aspects of
Shamanism;' pp. 35-36; Mikhailovskii,
"Shamanism," pp. 79-80 and passim;
Czaplicka, Aboriginal Siberia, pp .
203-5, 224, and passim; L. P. Potapov,
"The Shaman Drum as a Source of
Ethnographical History," in Di6szegi
and Hoppa!, Shamanism in Siberia, pp.
174-75; S. I. Vajnstejn, "The Tuvan
(Soyot) Shaman's Drum, and the Ceremony oflts 'Enlivening,'" in Di6szegi,
Popular Beliefs, pp . 331-38; and Eliade,
Shamanism, pp. 173-74, 467.
41. Czaplicka, Aboriginal Siberia, p.
224; and Vilmos Di6szegi, Tmcing
Shamans in Siberia: The Stury ofan
Ethnqpnphical Research Expedition
(Oosterhout: Anthropological Publications, 1968), p. 42.
42. I photographed this toy horse and
rider during a visit to Mme.
Kandinsky's Neuilly home in 1980. It
stood approximately r8" high; the rider
was detachable from the rocking horse.
I am told that it is not included in the
Kandinsky estate at the Musee
National d'Art Moderne.
43· Kandinsky, "Riickblicke;' pp. III,
IV, XVI; Lindsay and Verga, Kandimky Complete Writings, vol. r, p. 370
and vol. 2, pp. 892-93, nn. 54, 55, 57.

Figure 8. Rocking horse toy with
bearded figure, formerly collection of
Kandinsky. Carved and painted wood.
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man was likely to be particularly intelligent and to have the capacity for
special powers of memory and self-control. It might be "an inner
voice" that would bid a likely candidate into communion with the
supernatural. 44
In Mik.hailovskii, we read a description of a shamanic ritual in
which the shaman places the drum close to his host's ear, blowing on his
"sacred instrument," in order to drive into him "the spirit and power
of his forefathers, thus preparing him to receive and understand the
succeeding prophecies of the shaman." We are reminded here ofKandinsky's often-quoted introduction to the catalog of the second Neue
Kiinstlervereinigung exhibition, in which he wrote of "The calling.
The speaking of secrets through secrets," and where he admonishes
him who would turn a the ear ofhis soulfrom the mouth ofart" (emphasis
added). He concluded by speaking of art as the means by which "man
speaks to mankind about the supernatural." 45 It is the artist who holds
the key to communication with supernatural powers-the artist in the
role of shaman.
For the shaman, too, the creative act is a "transport" -in trance he
imagines that he leaves his body and is transported to other realms
where he "sees" figures and images of all kinds; on his return, he
reports what he has seen. As he drums and chants the tale of his
incredible journey-for it has not been without struggle and hairraising adventure-the drum becomes his vehicle, as the canvas or
woodblock becomes the artist's vehicle, a concept Kandinsky tried to
convey in naming his book of poems and woodcuts Kliinge, "resonances." Repeatedly the shamanic experience is compared to a kind of
"rebirth" or to a creation of "worlds," an analogy Kandinsky would
apply to art. 46
It appears that with the passage of time Kandinsky's self-identification with the role of the shaman grew ever deeper. Not only do the
signs and symbols of shamanic imagery appear in his works, but his
writings, always visionary in tone, take on more shamanistic imagery as
well. A striking example of this is his 1935 essay "Empty Canvas, etc." 47
In his 1892 treatise <>n shamanism (published, as we have seen, by
the same society that in 1889 had elected Kandinsky to membership),
Mik.hailovskii included a long extract that he had taken from accounts
recorded and published by the German ethnologist Wilhelm Radloff
in 1884 (a work that was doubtless accessible to Kandinsky, too). The
documentation concerns the shamanizing ritual of an Altaian shaman
attending sacrificial rites to the celestial deity Bai-Yulgen. Before undertaking his precarious journey into other worlds, the shaman must
"enliven" or "animate" his drum. He does so by solemnly summoning his helping spirits. Drumming and chanting, taking on the
roles of the spirits as they appear, he gathers them into his drum. As
each one appears it calls, "Here am I!" As for example:
You who rides amongst the thunder
Who playfully with lightning comes
Autumn cloudgreat with thunder
Vernal cloud rich with lightning . ..
Come ...
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After each new appeal, the spirit helper arrives with the call, "Here
atn 1."48
Kandinsky begins his essay with an address to his "empty" canvas:
he says it is only apparently empty and silent; but in actuality it is "full
of tensions with a thousand soft voices, expectant." As each of the
artist's elemental forms appears on the canvas, it announces "me
voila," "here I atn." "Each line says 'Here I atn.'" "Black circledistant thunder, a world for itself that seems to concern itself about
nothing .... 'Here I atn.'" All these voices come together in the total
painting as a chorus: "HERE I AM." What "happens" in the painting
shouldn't happen on the surface of the canvas but "somewhere" in
"illusory" space. In this way, the artist concludes, truth is born out of
untruth (as indeed the shatnan often performs a miraculous deed
through an apparent ruse). This truth, says Kandinsky, is called
"HERE I AM." 49
Almost universal across greater Siberia is the imagery of the cosmic
tree (the sacred birch or sacred fir or pine), the ladder or ladder tree (by
which the shatnan ascends to the celestial sphere), the sacred path
(river or road), and signs of the heavenly bodies (including moon, sun,
the North Star, Venus, and the constellations), as well as a host of
animal and bird spirits (which vary from place to place). Some of these
images are physically present at the shatnan rite. The cosmic tree, for
exatnple, is represented by the tree itself, sometimes cut whole and set
up in the tent or yurt; sometimes steps are cut into it to form the
ascensionalladder.
We also find these elements represented on the surface of the shaman's drum. As Mircea Eliade remarks, the drum "harbors a large
number of ascensional symbols." 50 The surface of the Teleut drum
shown in figure 7 is divided into upper and lower spheres, corresponding to the celestial and nether worlds, which are separated by a zigzag
line (the sacred path), also seen around the border of the upper half.
Within are depictions of the sun and moon, the North Star and
Venus, grid-like signs that refer to the "Book of Divination," horses,
riders, and bird men. The celestial tree is to the left. 51 The zigzag line
represents the road or path the shatnan is required to follow to attain
his goal, and the cosmic tree is his means of communication with the
supernatural powers. Drum imagery is widespread and can be found
atnong the Lapps, the Ostyaks, the Yakuts, the Buriats, the Tungus,
and the Teleuts. Other symbols may include "fantastic" animals that
seem to have no specific reference but look like strange microscopic
atnoebae. Although we cannot at the present time maintain with
certainty that Kandinsky personally saw such drums, he would have
seen representations in the ethnographic literature with which he was
fatniliar, including Radloff. He may also have seen exatnples of such
drums in the collections of anthropological museums in Moscow,
Berlin, Munich, or Paris. 52

li N THE RUSSIAN EDITION

OF HIS MEMOIR, Kandinsky recalled, "Once, in the throes of typhoid fever, I saw with
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44· Czaplicka, Aburiginal Siberia, pp.
169-75; Eliade, Shamanism, pp. 29-30
and passim.
45 · Mikhailovsk.ii, "Shamanism,"
p. 76; Wassily Kandinsky, "Zu
unbestimmter Smnde ... ;' in Neue
Kunstlervereinigu'I(J Munchen, II.
Ausstellu'I(J (Munich: Brockmann,
1910-u). Cf. G. M . Vasilevich, "Acquisition of Shamanistic Ability:' in
Di6szegi, Popu/a.r Beliefs, p . 345·
46. Kandinsky, "Riickblicke," p. XIX.
See also Eliade, Shamanism, p. 76.
47 . Wassily Kandinsky, "Toile vide,
etc." (Empty canvas, etc.), in Cahiers
d'Art 10, nos. s-6, (1935) : II7.

48. Mikhailovsk.ii, "Shamanism;' pp .
74-76; Wilhelm Radloff, Aus Sibirien:
Lose Bliitter aus meinem 711gebuche, 2
vols. (znd ed. 1893; reprint,
Oosterhout: Anthropological Publications, 1968), vol. 2, pp. 21-23. These
songs had acmally been written down
and published by V. Verbitsk.ii
(Verbick.ij) as early as 1864. Thmslation
of this verse is mine, from Radloff. The
refrain "here am I" is a translation of
Radloff's "da bin ich."
49. Here the reference to a distant
thunder that seems not to concern
itself with external affairs recalls the
Samoyed conception of the principal
deity, Nurni-Torem (often compared
with the Scandinavian god of thunder,
Thor), who is all-powerful over natural
phenomena, but who remains reserved
and "distant." The phrase "me voila"
might, of course, be translated "Here
am I" or "I am here" or, as here and
in Lindsay and Vergo, "Here I am";
the meaning in ariy case is the same . Cf.
Lindsay and Vergo, Kandimky Complete
Writi'I(JS, vol. 2, p . 780, where they
compare this phrase to a similar one
(used, however, in a different context)
in Uber M.s Geistige in der Kunst
(Munich: R Piper, 1912), p. 103.

so. Eliade, Shamanism,

p. 171.

sr. Vilrnos Di6szegi, "Pre-Islamic
Shamanism of the Baraba Turks and
Some Ethnogenetic Conclusions," in
Di6szegi and Hoppa!, Shamanism in
Siberia, pp. 83-167.
52. See ibid., pp . 107ff.; Mikhailovsk.ii,
"Shamanism," pp. 79-80, 146-47;
Radloff, Aus Sibirien, vol. 2, pp. 18-19,
pl. r. See also the extended version of
the present essay in Weisberg and
Dixon, Traditions and Revisions.
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Figu?Y 9· Kandinsky, Sketch for
Onnposition 2, 1909-10, oil on canvas,
97 .5 x 131.2 em. Collection, Solomon
R. Guggenheim Museum, New York.
[Photo: Robert E. Mates]

53. SeeR. C . Washton Long,
Kandinsky: The Deveklpment ofan
Abst:ract Style, pp. rr2-13, 132, and
passim . Cf. Peg Weiss, "Books in
Review;' Art ]ourna/44 (Spring 1984):
93· According to Eichner's account,
Kandinsky stated that Onnposition 2
was painted "without theme"; on the
other hand, Kandirrsky also referred to
the "tragic quality" of its composition
and drawing. Johannes Eichner,
Kandinsky und Gabriele Munter von
Urspriingen modernen Kunst (Munich:
Bruckmann [1957]), pp. m-14. Cf.
Lindsay and Vergo, Kandinsky Onnplete
Writi~, vol. 2, p. 890.
54. See n. 19 above, and Holmberg,
Finno-Ugric, pp. 181, 197.

55· Czaplicka, Aburiginal Siberia, p. 289.
In Votiak religious belief, the death of
a shaman may also provoke a great
storm. See I. Paulson, "Seelenvorstellungen und Totenglaube der permischen und Wolga-finnischen Volker,"
Numen 9 (September 1964) : 223 .
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great clarity an entire picture, which, however, somehow dissipated
itself within me when I recovered. Over a number of years, at various
intervals, I painted The Arrival of the Merchants, then Motley Life,·
finally, after many years, I succeeded in expressing in Composition 2 the
very essence of that delirious vision." As I have suggested elsewhere,
this is clear indication of an iconographic relation between these three
pictures. Like Arrival of the Merchants and Motley Life, Composition 2
(see fig. 9) is crowded with figures
and goings on. It has been described as a representation of the
apocalyptic Deluge. 53 But might
this work, again, be a testimony
to Kandinsky's interest in dvoeverie? Might the giant figure in the
foreground be the Zyrian vasa,
the water spirit who is imagined
as clad in a green robe? It is said
that when he throws himself
from the shore into the water, a
tempest arises. 54 Or again, might
this be a shaman figure in trance,
with his spirit helpers flying on
horseback above his head, ascending the "cosmic tree"? On the other
hand, we seem to find the "old man" of Motley Life prone before a
sacred tree in the upper right: a reference to the pagan custom of
shaman burial in the sacred grove? Do the kneeling figures before him
drum? To the left of the "cosmic tree" or pillar we see a figure in yellow
standing in a boat. If we are dealing with a tempest brought on by
vasa, then perhaps here we have also to do with Numi-Torum, the
principal god of the Voguls (neighbors of the Zyrians) who controlled
all natural phenomena. His son, Yanykh-Torum, takes the form of a
man, but it is said that "from the splendour of his raiment he shines
like gold.)) It is he who descends to earth to respond to mortal appeals
concerning atmospheric conditions.55 Is that then Yanykh-Torum in
the boat? Finally, both Finno-Ugric and Buriat legends concerning a
"great flood" have been documented in the literature. 56 Perhaps here
we have to do with Kandinsky's most complex statement on the
phenomenon of dvoeverie.
A large watercolor entitled In the Circle (1911) with "pictographic"
inclusions is particularly suggestive of the kind of pictographic elements on shaman drums. Suggestions of horses, ladders, and zigzag
"paths" float about within a clearly circular "drum" form. Indeed, it
is scarcely necessary to point out again the association in Kandinsky's
mind between the horse and the circle. The shaman's drum is his
horse, and for Kandinsky the representational horse became the circle,
a round form closely analogous to that of the drum with which .the
shaman "shamanizes."
As I have suggested, shamanic imagery proliferates in Kandinsky's
late work as well. In The Arrow (1943) the "skeletonized" figures, the
arrow, the floating "drum" and "drumstick" (on the right shoulder of
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the right-hand "skeleton") also suggest shamanic imagery. Figure 56. F. G . Jackson, "Notes on the
blanche (1943) suggests a white shaman with his paraphernalia: an oval- Samoyads (sic) of the Great Tundra,"
journal of the Anthropological Institute of
shaped drum, a triangular "mask," various pendants common to the Great Britain and Ireland 24 (August
shaman's coat, feathered ornaments, and a boat (sometimes the sha- 1894-May 1895): 396; Czaplicka, Aburigman must forsake his horse for a boat). Certainly On White (1923), inal Siberia, p. 290; Georgii Nioradze,
Der Schamanismus bei den sibirischen
which must be considered part of the same series that includes In the Vtilkern (Stuttgart: Strecker &
Black Square and Black Accompaniment, seems to refer to shamanic lore Schroder, 1925), p . 91; Holmberg,
in several of its figures: the black form streaking from lower right to Finno-Ugric, chap. 6, pp. 361-70
(myths of destruction of the world).
upper left (toward heaven) is in the shape of the classic shamanic
"horse stick," with a "horse-head" top and a "bent knee" midway. 57· As suggested in Weiss, "Kandinsky
Kandinsky's hooked-curve symbol, upper left, to suggest horse and in Munich: Encounters and Transformations;' pp. 71-72. See also E . J.
rider is presented threefold. The "cosmic mountain," "bird spirit," Kimball and Peg Weiss, "A Pictorial
and cloud forms all attest to the shaman's flight to other worlds, and Analysis of'In the Black Square,'" Art
the kidney-shaped amulets of the shaman's coat can also be seen. The journa/43 (Spring 1983): 36-40.
St. George figures of In the Black Square and Black Accompaniment may 58. On the use of strange languages or
now be seen in this ethnographic light as fulfilling a shamanic role as nonsense words by shamans, see
Mikhailovsk.ii, "Shamanism," p. 65;
well.5 7
Siikala, Rite 1&chnique ofSiberian
In the shamanic literature we learn of the "black" and "white" Shaman, pp. 2o-21, 127, 134, 137; Peter
shamans of the Buriats (the white associated with benevolent actions, Hajdu, "The Nenets Shaman Song
the black, with evil), and we also find that in some shamanic rituals, and Its Text," in Di6szegi and Hoppil,
Shamanism in Siberia, pp. 370-71. On
the shaman is mysteriously endowed with the ability to speak in the chorus, see L. Gildi, "On Some
strange tongues that sound like nonsense words. We also read that in Problems of Versification in Samoyed
some areas, the observers at a shamanic ritual may act as a chorus to the Shamanistic Songs," in ibid., p. 132.
shaman's song. Can we doubt then that Kandinsky's ethnographic 59· See Susan Stein, "The Ultimate
knowledge of such lore informed the creation of his "color com- Synthesis: An Interpretation of the
position" or chamber opera The Yellow Sound? From this perspective, Meaning and Significance ofWassily
Kandinsky's The Yellow Sound," M.A.
the dancer in white appears as a white shaman; the voice crying out thesis, SUNY, Binghamton, 1980.
"undeutliche" words such as "Kalasimunafakola!" may represent the
shaman's voice; and the "black man" who appears on stage opposite a
child in white suggests the role of the black shaman. 58
It has been amply demonstrated that The Yellow Sound is steeped in
orthodox Christian symbology. 59 But within its pages in the Blue Rider
almanac are illustrations of ethnic artifacts such as the Ceylonese demon mask of disease side by side with Christian images. It may well be Fi,gun IO. Kandinsky, Tempered Elan,
1944, oil on cardboard, 42 x 58 ern.
that we have here another case of dvoeverie, and that a second look at Courtesy, Musee National d'Art
this stage composition from the perspective of Kandinsky's ethno- Moderne, Paris.
graphic training and experience
would be rewarding.
As Kandinsky felt his life coming to its dose, his paintings took
a more somber turn. Ribbon with
Squares sets its figures out on
some cosmic plane like nothing
so much as a shamanic "icon." To
the left is the head of the iron
eagle who bore the shaman, below him the eternal snake (whose
home, in Buriat lore, lies at the
root of the cosmic tree in a lake of
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milk); above, the fire wheel symbolizing the ancient cult of the sun
(which was lighted by Russian peasants on St. John's Night); below,
the ladder by which the shaman ascends to the heavenly spheres, the
61. Kenneth Lindsay, "Les themes de checkerboard of fate (perhaps associated with the so-called Book of
l'inconscient," XXe si&cle 27 (December Fates, which is represented by a grid on some shaman drums), and to
1966): 46-52; and Weiss, "Kandinsky in
60
Munich: Encounters and Trans- the right, an ascending "soul" beneath a square symbol of earth.
As has been pointed out elsewhere, Tempered Elan (1944) returns to
formations;' p . 30, and "Kandinsky
and the Symbolist Heritage," pp. the St. George theme. 61 Curiously, St. George is presented as if inlaid
137-45 (see Weiss in Weisberg and
Dixon, Traditions and Revisions, for a within an emblematic "palette" or "shield" form, much in the same
more thorough discussion). way that he appeared in that sixteenth-century edition of Herberstein's chronicles (fig. 10).
6o. Holmberg, Finno-Ugric, pp. 357,
sos, soo; Vernadsky, Origins ofRussia,
pp. 112-13 (on "fire wheel").

Fitfure n. Kandinsky, Le lien vert,
1944, oil on cardboard, 46 x 54 em.

Milan, private collection. [Photo:
Galerie Maeght Lelong, Paris; Claude
Gaspari]

A

62. Mikhailovskii, "Shamanism,"
PP· 77-78.
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TPPARENTLY FACED WITH A PREMONITION of
"'\his death in February of 1944, Kandinsky's mind returned to his
ethnographic experience, and in a work entitled Le lien vert (fig. n), he
painted an almost representational image of himself assuming the shaman's role for his last journey.
At the climax of the Altaian shaman ritual described above, as the
shaman on his horse/drum reaches the zenith of his ride, he sings:
limi to whom three ladders lead,
Bai-Yul!Jen, owner ofthree flocks,
The blue sfqpe which has appeared,
The blue sky which shows itself,
The blue cwud which .whirls along.
Inaccessible blue sky,
Inaccessible white sky . ..
Who uses the hoofofthe hrme . . .
[Who] hast created all men . . .
Thou who the starry sky
Thousands and thousands oftimes hast turned,
Condemn not my sins! 62
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Le lien vert provides a graphic depiction of this scene. On the right we
see a conglomerate of forms hovering around three vertical stripes. In
the shaman's song just quoted, the three ladders refer to the "sacred
tree" or "heaven tree~' usually represented in the shamanic ceremony
by three actual birch trees by which the shaman ascends to the celestial
sphere. 63 At the foot of Kandinsky's triple tree trunk is a triangle,
representing the cosmic mountain at the center of the earth. At the
top, hovering just above the sacred tree, is a "cloud" symbol. Seen in
this perspective, the hovering forms coalesce and metamorphose into
the form of the artist shaman himself.

But then !grasped
My heaven tree grasped I
How many are my colleagues
May they bow down before me! 64
Here the shaman grasps the celestial tree wondrously with three
arms (in Buriat legend, metamorphosis is characteristic of the shaman). His head is turned back over his shoulder and he wears, not the
pointed cap, but a feathered helmet, another common type of shaman
headdress (fig. 12). 65 Near his head, to the left, floats his "drum." His
coat is elaborately decorated, and he seems to wear his "breastplate" (a
feature common among the Buriats and others) on his back. (The
shaman's breastplate is often embroidered with "ribs" mimicking the
shaman's skeleton.) His curved "drumstick" (ladle shaped, as is normal) floats just to the left of this ribbed breastplate. Floating about
him are other small circles and pendants.
If we refer to the two drawings done in preparation for this painting
(figs. 13, 14-), we find, especially in the detail of the shaman alone, that
these pendants and circles take on distinct similarities to the pictograms of heavenly bodies on shaman drums (cf. fig. 7). They seem to
represent the sun, moons, and planets.
On the left-hand side of the picture, we observe a hand-shaped
form with more than the normal number of fingers. This, too, is most
likely a reference to shamanic lore. The six-fingered hand is a common
attribute of the shaman's costume (usually cut out of metal and appended, along with many other signs, to the back of his coat). Its
purpose is to distinguish the shaman ftom ordinary mortals. Kandinsky has improved on the traditional design by adding one more
finger to make seven, a number particularly important in shaman
legend and lore. 66
Hovering between the two richly decorative areas of the painting,
and central to it, floats a figure consisting mostly of triangular forms.
This seems to represent the skeleton or abstracted "double" in its
shroud, perhaps the artist-shaman's ort tied up in accord with Zyrian
custom. In fact, the painting's original French title, Le lien vert (used
by Kandinsky in his own house catalog), hitherto translated in the
literature as The Green Band, offers an obvious clue (as does the German, Dasgriine Band). In the painting the lines forming the horizontal
axis and one side of the uppermost trapezium are green (as are two
other lines of this geometric aggregate). This indicates that a more
precise translation would be "the green bond" (or "cord, shackle").
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Figure IZ . Headdress ofTuva Shaman .
From Vilmos Di6szegi and M. Hoppil,
eds., Shamanism in Siberia (Budapest:
Ak.ademiai Kiad6, 1978), p. 332.

63. Cf. Di6szegi, "Pre-Islamic
Shamanism," pp. 117-18; Hultkranz,
"Aspects of Shamanism," p. 36;
Mikhailovskii, "Shamanism," p. 74;
and Holmberg, Finno-Ugric, pp. 349ff.
The theme of the cosmic pillar also
appears in the well-known Russian folk
tale "The Seven Semyons;' in which
the eldest Semyon, a smith, forges a
tall pillar from the top of which his
brother becomes the shamanic "allsee-er." For more on this and the
connnection between smiths, their
reputed healing powers, and their
patron saints, Cosmas and Damian, see
Weiss in Weisberg and Dixon, Traditions and Revisions.

64. Shaman song collected by Castren
ca. 1842 (song no. 19), quoted in Gildi,
"Samoyed Shamanistic Songs," p . 130;

also in P. Simonsics, "The Structure
ofNenets Magic Chant;' in Di6szegi
and Hoppil, Shamanism in Siberia,
pp. 388-89.
65. On the shaman's cap, see Vilmos

Di6szegi, "The Problem of the Ethnic
Homogeneity ofTofa (Karagas)
Shamanism," in Di6szegi, Popular
&lieft, pp. 298, 3o6; but esp. G. N.
Graciva, "A Nganasan Shaman
Costume;' in ibid., p. 333 . See also
Nioradze, Schamanismus, pl. 14 (feathered helmet).
66. See Nioradze, Schamanismus, p. 69,
fig. 15, also pp. 57 and 65 for illustration
of ribbed breastplates. A six-fingered
hand is to be found in Kandinsky's
1943 painting A Congklmerate. Eliade
reports that the Yurak-Samoyed
shaman wears a glove with seven
fingers . Shamanism, p . 278.
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FitJure I3 . Kandinsky, untitled
drawing for Le lien vert, February 1944,
india ink and black lead, 19.6 x 21.1 em.
Courtesy, Musee National d'Art
Moderne, Paris.

FitJure I4 . Kandinsky, untitled
drawing (of detail for Le lien vert),
February 1944, india ink, 27 .3 x 17.2
em. Courtesy, Musee National d'Art
Moderne, Paris.
67 . A widespread Siberian belief
(particularly among the Buriats) held
that when the soul leaves the body, it
may be reborn in an infant. On the
Zyrian lui (actually lot) and bird soul,
see Holmberg, Finrw-Ugric, pp. 6-rr.
On the "Book of Fates," see Fedotov,
Russian ReligWus Mind, voi. 1, pp.
349-50; and Eliade, Shamanism, pp.
272ff. See also M. Hopp:il, "Folk
BeliefS and Shamanism among the
Uralic Peoples," in Hajdu, Ancient
Cultures of the Umlian Peoples, p. 232 .

Published by SURFACE, 2013

The most obvious figure in the almost Scythian conglomerate of
forms rising to the left is the triangular grid or checkerboard. Its shape
mimics the central skeletal ort to a certain degree, suggesting its position here as the second type of "soul" with which Zyrian belief endowed the human being: namely, the nebulous wl, literally the breath
soul, which upon death leaves the body as vapor. Its pattern adds a
further interpretation relating to the "Book of Fates" or "Book of
Divination" (often represented on shaman drums as a grid). This in
turn is related to the deeply-rooted Russian belief that one's destiny is
determined at birth. The dangling amulets suggest soul forms, perhaps here signifying rebirth. The mushroom-domed form below suggests the general shape of the Siberian yurt or dwelling, but may have
another association, as we shall see. The whole configuration seems to
sail heavenward upon the back of a form resembling a bird, a frequent
host of the soul among the Finno-Ugric, especially the Zyrian,
peoples. 67
There is, however, an important element missing from the final
painting, a detail that was perhaps too close and too "secret" to
expose to public view. In the large drawing in figure 13, floating just
below the shaman and to the left, is a mushroom-shaped form. In
fact, I believe it is a mushroom and that it refers again back in time to
Kandinsky's ethnographic essay. Kandinsky had reported that with
Christianization, the Zyrians had been forced to refer to their ancestors by the "insulting" name poganye. As noted, this word is etymologically related to the Russian word poganka, a poisonous mushroom, and therefore implies something dirty and inedible. But it has
another implication as well. Widespread among the Finno-Ugric shamans was the custom of using the poisonous mushroom Amanita
muscaria (or Agaricus muscarius), commonly known as fly agaric, to
help achieve a state of trance and hallucination. In Zyrian Sysola
dialect, exactly the area of Kandinsky's study, the word pagalny (pagavny) means "to lose consciousness," "to be poisoned," "to stagger,"
a reference to the ritual use of fly agaric. This suggests that in Kandinsky's mind there was an association between the Russian poganyepoganka and the similarly sounding Zyrian pagavni. 68 In a drawing of
the same year as Le lien vert (194-4) Kandinsky filled the sheet with a
veritable rain of mushrooms, together with some butterfly "souls"
(fig. 15).
Both Motley Life and Composition 2 came to Kandinsky while he was
in a state of hallucination, from typhoid fever, according to the Russian edition of "Riickblicke." In the same edition he also remarked:
"The artist is perhaps in a position-albeit only partially and by
chance-to summon up within himself these states of inspiration by
artificial means." He goes on to say that only years of experience train
the artist to control these moments, to bring them up at will. We
cannot know exactly what he meant by "artificial means," but in The
Green Bond he has left a suggestion that perhaps he envied the shaman's intoxication and ready trance. Perhaps he felt his own creative
powers slipping away and gave expression to a dream of the past, of a
time when he was in his youth and nothing was impossible.
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F WE TURN ONCE MORE to the lines of the opening poem

from Kandinsky's Kliinge with which this essay began, we realize that
we are once again confronted with a reminiscence of his ethnographic
experience. The man with the white face and red cheeks in the long
black coat who drums his way along the road is a Zyrian shaman.
Sometimes he drums "feverishly," sometimes "mechanically," sometimes he drums "like the white-furred toy rabbit, which we all so
love." The white rabbit pelt is in fact of particular significance to the
Buriat shaman (and the Altai as well), for it represents the spirit of the
hunt and is widely considered a messenger or helper of the powerful
forest spirit. The fur of the white rabbit is said to have fallen from
heaven into a shaman's drum to aid the original hunter, and among
the Altai it is also associated with the protection of horses. 69
Kandinsky ends the poem by
saying that he has seen all this
"from above" and begs the
reader to do likewise. The shaman artist, on his sounding
drum, has taken wing and would
indeed fly to other worlds.

68. J. Balazs, "The Hungarian
Shaman's Technique ofilance
Induction," in Di6szegi, Popular
Beliefs, pp. 56-57; also Eliade,
Shamanism, pp. 400-401, where he
particularly refers to the Zyrian's
neighbor, the Voguls, and their use of
the word pdnkh for this particular
mushroom, meaning also "intoxication" (a related word is also used by
the Mordwyns and Cheremiss). See
also Fokos-Fuchs, Syrjiinisches Worterbuch, p. 715 (pagalni-pagavni) and p. 8o6
{plglnei}.

69. See Rank, Heilige Hinterecke, pp.
156-57·

•

His magic drum they hung on him
His magic drum pulled itself tight
Again he shamanized
The old one IWesn)t cease. 70

Fiflure .cs. Kandinsky, untided watercolor ("last watercolor"), 1944, india
ink and black lead, 25.5 x 34.6 em.
Courtesy, Musee National d'Art
Moderne, Paris.
70. From a Samoyed shaman song
recorded by Castren in the 184os, from
G:ildi, "Samoyed Shamanistic Songs,"
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